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Japanese American Internment, 1942-1946
Ann Matsuuchi

Chronology
May 6, 1882

The Chinese Exclusion Act is signed by President Chester A.
Arthur, barring immigration from China. It becomes the first fed
eral law to target immigration from a specific ethnic group, and it
remains in effect until the passage of the Magnuson Act in 1943.

May 24, 1924

The Immigration Act of 1924 is signed into law by President Calvin
Coolidge. The law places limits on immigration visas based on a
national origins quota that results in barring all immigrants from Asia.

March 17,
1941

The Western Defense Command is established, headed by Lt. Gen.
John L. DeWitt.

November 7,
1941

The Report on Japanese on the West Coast of the United States,
also known as the Munson Report, is sent to President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt to provide intelligence information regarding
the security threat of Japanese Americans on the West Coast.
Despite its clearly stating that "[t]here is no Japanese 'problem'
on the coast" and recommending community self-policing, the
report's findings are not acknowledged.

December 7,
1941

The Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii is attacked, resulting in
more than 2,000 deaths. War is declared between the United
States and Japan the next day. In the following weeks, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) begins arresting Japanese Ameri
can community leaders and raiding homes based on a "Custodial
Detention List."

December 14,
1941

Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox reports to Roosevelt and to the
press that the Pearl Harbor attack is due to fifth-column sabotage
by Japanese Americans, despite lacking military intelligence to
back this claim.
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February 19,
1942

Roosevelt signs Executive Order 9066, which authorizes the
mass removal and imprisonment of all Japanese Americans on
the West Coast. The order allows military commanders to remove
designated populations from specified areas with justification of
"military necessity."

February 25,
1942

Military postings give the Japanese American community of Ter
minal Island in California forty-eight hours to prepare for mass
removal into government custody. The justification is the prox
imity of the island to a U.S. shipyard.

March 2,
1942

DeWitt issues Public Proclamation No. 1 defining areas of the
U.S. West Coast (including Washington, Oregon, California, and
Arizona) as military areas from which all persons of Japanese
ancestry could be "excluded."

March 11,
1942

The Wartime Civil Control Administration (WCCA), part of the
Western Defense Command, is established to plan and engineer
the removal and relocation of Japanese American citizens and
noncitizens.

March 18,
1942

The War Relocation Authority (WRA), a civilian agency, is estab
lished via Executive Order 9102 to oversee and administer the
relocation of Japanese Americans who live on the West Coast
into temporary detention centers until permanent "camps" are
built.

March 24,
1942

DeWitt issues the first of more than 108 civilian exclusion orders
that set the template for how the relocation is communicated and
facilitated. Postings entitled "Instructions to All Persons of Japa
nese Ancestry" give people one week to prepare for relocation
under threat of criminal penalties. These orders are issued from
March until August 1942.

March 27,
1942

DeWitt issues Public Proclamation 4, effectively ending the pos
sibility of "voluntary evacuation," or moving away from West
Coast areas to avoid imprisonment in detention centers. Approxi
mately 5,000 Japanese Americans flee to other U.S. states in
response.

March 28,
1942

Minoru "Min" Yasui (1916-1986) breaks the curfew law in Port
land, Oregon, and is arrested in his challenge of it. Yasui becomes
one of four Japanese Americans who appeal their convictions all
the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Japanese American Internment, 1942-1946

I

April 11,
1942

Community newspaper Manzanar Free Press begins publication
in the detention center in Manzanar, California.

May 16, 1942

Gordon Hirabayashi (1918-2012) turns himself in to the FBI in
Seattle, Washington, as a test case against the legality of curfew
and exclusion orders. His case also goes up to the U.S. Supreme
Court, with the backing of the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU). As with the Yasui case, his challenge is denied.

June 2, 1942

The Manzanar Relocation Center in California becomes the first of
ten WRA permanent incarceration centers, with a peak population
of 10,046. The other sites are Gila River, Granada, Heart Moun
tain, Jerome, Minidoka, Poston, Rower, Topaz, and Tule Lake.

July 12, 1942

Mitsuye Endo (1920-2006) becomes the plaintiff in the Supreme
Court case that challenges the constitutionality of imprisoning
loyal U.S. citizens. The 1944 Ex parte Endo decision leads to the
closing of the detention centers.

July 27, 1942

Two men, Toshio Kobata and Hirota Isomura, are shot by a guard
at the Lordsburg, New Mexico, detention center, allegedly during
an escape attempt. Five other cases of similar homicides at other
detention centers are also witnessed.

March 23,
1943

The War Department organizes a segregated Japanese American
Army unit, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, calling for volun
teers from Hawaii (where Japanese Americans were not relocated)
and from those in mainland detention centers. The 442nd, together
with the 100th Infantry Battalion, become the most decorated unit
in U.S. military history to date for its size and length of service.

July 15, 1943

The Tule Lake detention center in California is designated a
"segregation center" where more than 12,000 Japanese Ameri
cans whose answers to a problematic "loyalty questionnaire" are
transferred in another removal as means of political suppression.

December 17, The Magnuson Act (Chinese Exclusion Repeal Act of 1943) per
1943
mits limited immigration from China, and in some states natural
ization becomes possible. Prohibition is not completely
overturned until the Immigration Act of 1965.
January 20,
1944

Japanese American men in the ten detention centers are drafted
into compulsory military service, although several hundred resist
in various ways. Most draft resisters are tried and sentenced in
respective state federal courts, with sentences ranging from sev
eral months to three years.
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December 18, The U.S. Supreme Court decides the Ex parte Endo case unani1944
mously, ruling that the incarceration of loyal citizens was
unconstitutional.
Japan surrenders after the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic
August 15,
bombs.
1945
March 20,
The Tule Lake facility becomes the last of the ten WRA detention
centers to close.
1946
June 2, 1948 The Japanese American Evacuation Claims Act is passed by the
Senate and is signed into law by President Harry S. Truman.
Although nearly $38 million in compensation is paid, coverage of
many claims of losses of property and business goes unawarded.
June 27, 1952 Despite a presidential veto from Truman, the Immigration and
Nationality Act of 1952 (the McCarran-Walter Act) is passed by
Congress. While it again allows immigration from Japan and nat
uralization of Japanese Americans, its basis on race rather than
national origins and anti-Communist provisions for targeting
potential subversives make the act controversial.
The Immigration Act of 1965 (the Hart-Celler Act), signed by Presi
October 4,
dent Lyndon B. Johnson, changes U.S. immigration policies, remov
1965
ing quotas that served as a near-total barrier to immigrants from Asia.
The last of the cases started by lawyer Wayne M. Collins in 1945
March 6,
to restore citizenship to nearly 5,000 Japanese Americans from
1968
Tule Lake, who became stateless due to a negative response on
the 1943 loyalty questionnaire, ends successfully.
July 1970
At the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) national con
vention in Chicago, activist Edison Uno's redress resolution is
passed. This campaign is met with community disagreement
about how these demands should be articulated. In 1978, the
JACL unanimously votes for monetary reparations.
February 19, President Gerald Ford rescinds Executive Order 9066 via Procla
1976
mation 4417.
November 25, Based on an idea from writer and playwright Frank Chin, the first
1978
Day of Remembrance is staged in Seattle, in the hopes of moving
forward the redress movement. This event is duplicated and held
annually in cities across the country to call attention to the con
tinuing significance of the signing of Executive Order 9066, with
a date moved to reflect this on February 19.
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July 31, 1980

The Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of
Civilians (CWRIC), a bipartisan federal commission, is estab
lished by Congress to investigate the justifications and the consti
tutionality of Executive Order 9066.

February 24,
1983

The CWRIC issues a report, Personal Justice Denied, presenting
findings that "internment" was not justified by military necessity,
and the decisions to do so were based on "race prejudice, war
hysteria, and a failure of political leadership." The commission
goes on to recommend redress and a national apology.

November 10, Fred Korematsu's criminal conviction for evading internment is
1983
overturned. Two weeks later, petitions are filed for Yasui and
Hirabayashi. In January 1984, Yasui's conviction for violating
curfew is overturned. In September 1987, Hirabayashi's convic
tions for refusing the evacuation order and violating curfew are
overturned.
August 10,
1988

Based on CWRIC recommendations, President Ronald Reagan
signs the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 into law, resulting in a for
mal apology and redress of $20,000 to every surviving U.S. citi
zen or legal resident immigrant of Japanese ancestry who was
incarcerated during World War II.

October 9,
1990

In a Washington, D.C., ceremony, Attorney General Richard
Thornburgh presents the first group of Japanese American intern
ees a written apology signed by President George H. W. Bush
and redress payments of $20,000 each. These redress payments
are issued to 82,250 surviving internees in the years following,
until 1999.

March 3,
1992

The Manzanar incarceration facility is designated a National His
toric Site, managed by the National Park Service. Other facilities
such as Minidoka, Tule Lake, and Honouliuli are similarly uti
lized as memorial sites.

June 10, 1998

Mochizuki v. United States, a class action lawsuit on behalf of

more than 2,000 incarcerated Japanese in Latin America who
were citizens of thirteen countries such as Peru and Panama, is
settled. Reparations of $5,000 and an apology from President
Bill Clinton are granted to individuals who previously were not
covered by the Civil Liberties Act of 1988.
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December 21,
2006

The Japanese American Confinement Sites (JACS) grant program is established by Congress, providing up to $38 million for
the preservation of incarceration sites, as well as educational pro
grams that support related activities. Projects such as the Densho
Encyclopedia online resource are examples of supported work.

September 23, 2010

California passes a law establishing January 30 as the Fred Kore
matsu Day of Civil Liberties and the Constitution, the first state
wide day honoring an Asian American. Other states such as
Hawaii, Utah, Illinois, Georgia, Virginia, and New York follow.

Narrative
From the start of the U.S. government's plans for Japanese American communities
during World War II, euphemistic language was employed to shape public percep
tion. The forced removal of Japanese Americans on the West Coast was referred to
in neutral, sanitized ways: "evacuation centers," "relocation centers," "assembly
centers," "exclusion" rather than "eviction," and "detention" rather than "impris
onment." Prior to World War II and the discovery of the atrocities in Nazi concen
tration camps, the descriptive term "concentration camp" did not have the
connotations that it later gained, and both U.S. military agents' and incarcerated
Japanese Americans' use of the term was common parlance. Today, out of respect
for the objections of Holocaust survivors who warned against conflating levels of
crime-genocide versus a lessened violation of human rights-the usage of "intern
ment'' and "internment camps" have become the most frequently used terms.
For example, in 1998, an Ellis Island museum exhibit on Japanese American
internment was entitled "America's Concentration Camps: Remembering the
Japanese-American Experience," referring to the sites in a way that has fallen into
disuse due to its near-exclusive association with the Holocaust and genocide.
Although the facilities were called concentration camps by both American military
personnel and internees up until contemporary times, there was concern that the
dramatic revival might cause confusion or unintentional offense to Jewish commu
nities. Negotiations that followed allowed for the exhibit to use this title, accompa
nied by clear statements about its use. What this highlighted was how the
government's use of euphemism to refer to controversial acts-"relocation" and
"internment"-has operated both in the past and present.
Furthermore, it can be argued that the continued usage of "concentration camps"
to describe what were "extermination camps" or "death camps" is itself a problem
atic lessening that should be corrected. The shortened form of many of these terms,
"camps," that was frequently used also led to public relations softening. Photos of
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A store owned by a Japanese American displays a sign reading "I am an American" the day
after the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941. This store in Oakland, California, like many
others on the West Coast, was closed following the orders that all Japanese Americans must
be evacuated to internment camps during World War II. (National Archives)

incarcerated Japanese Americans involved in leisure activities were captioned in
governmental reports with the description "happy campers," suggesting summer
holiday camps rather than prison facilities. Historians such as Roger Daniels have
objected to the continued usage of "internment" and advocated instead for more
historically accurate terms such as "incarceration" (Daniels 2005). The following
essay attempts to reflect this advocacy.
On December 7, 1941, Japan bombed the Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii,
spurring the United States to enter World War II. The government then decided that
the incarceration of its Japanese American population was justified by wartime secu
rity concerns. On February 19, 1942, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed
Executive Order 9066, authorizing the military's mass removal and imprisonment
of all Japanese Americans on the West Coast. From 1942 to 1946, more than 110,000
Japanese American citizens and permanent residents who lived on the West Coast,
as well as a smaller number of Japanese Latin Americans, German and Italian immi
grants, and Native Americans, were either forcibly relocated into military-run
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incarceration sites or deported. In 1982, the Commission on Wartime Relocation
and Internment of Civilians (CWRIC), appointed by President Jimmy Carter and
Congress, described these events as an injustice that was not justified by necessity,
but rather based on "race prejudice, war hysteria and a failure of political leader
ship" (U.S. National Archives 1992, 459).
In the post-9/11 era, Japanese American and Muslim American communities
have worked similarly to address historically familiar threats of profiling, deten
tion, and deportation in response to fears of terrorism and espionage. The Japanese
American Citizens League (JACL), one of the oldest Asian American civil rights
organizations, has issued statements and enabled coalitions utilizing the slogan
"Never Again" in efforts to avert government measures that justify racist actions
for reasons of military convenience and public safety (Japanese American Citizens
League 2015).
Film and television actor George Takei has become one of the most visible
social media commentators for the Japanese American community. His family's
imprisonment at the Rohwer site in Arkansas informed his activism about the his
torical significance of incarceration, his support of institutions such as the Japanese
American National Museum in Los Angeles, and his work in the production of the
2015 Broadway musical Allegiance.

Before World War II
In 1941, President Roosevelt appointed a journalist named John Franklin Carter to
provide an intelligence report on the potential threat of Japanese Americans on the
West Coast (Ringle 1981). Carter hired Curtis B. Munson, an independent investi
gator, to conduct the fieldwork and submit a formal report on Japanese American
communities. Munson's November 7, 1941, report was based on interviews and
consultations with local FBI and naval intelligence officers such as Kenneth Ringle,
concluding that, due to a "remarkable, even extraordinary degree of loyalty" among
Japanese Americans, the government should not "want to throw a lot of American
citizens into a concentration camp of course, and especially as the almost unani
mous verdict is that in case of war they will be quiet, very quiet" (Ringle 1981).
Ringle's report to naval intelligence in January 1942 also reinforced the lack of evi
dence of any security threat and opposed any mass removal.
The December 7, 1942, surprise attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese navy,
coupled with public outcry exacerbating preexisting racial tension and distrust of
Japanese Americans, called into doubt Japanese Americans' loyalty to the United
States. Japanese American noncitizens (first-generation Issei) were named enemy
aliens, and American-born citizens (second-generation Nisei) were enemy non
aliens. Fear that locations on the West Coast would be targeted was compounded
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by a belief that Japanese Americans would secretly aid Japan. Seemingly to pla
cate criticism about the legality of mass incarceration, justifications were made that
mass removal was necessary to protect the Japanese American population from mob
violence. Carter and Munson reported to Roosevelt that anti-Japanese sentiments
led them to believe that violence directed at, rather than originating from, Japanese
Americans was the greater concern (Robinson 2001, 66).
Several groups campaigned for this removal, including military officials who
sought to contain potential threats, opportunistic regional businesses and farmers
who thought that the removal of Japanese competitors would be beneficial, and a
general populace fueled by alarmist and racist messages in the media. The histori
cal context is rife with increasing anti-Asian sentiments, frequently described as
the "Yellow Peril." This historical, anti-Asian sentiment most visibly resulted in the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, signed by President Chester A. Arthur during a time
marked by numerous cases of lynching of Chinese Americans. The act was the first
federal law designed to specifically ban immigration from a specific ethnic group,
and it remained in effect until the passage of the Magnuson Act in 1943. The
Immigration Act of 1924, which extended immigration visas based on a national
origins quota, resulted in barring all immigrants from Asia.
After the Pearl Harbor attack, President Roosevelt sent Secretary of the Navy
Frank Knox to investigate, and the press widely reported his untrue remarks about
Japanese American "fifth column" espionage. Roosevelt's subsequent decisions
were guided by a growing number of military and political actors such as Knox,
Secretary of War Henry Stimson, and the commanding general of the Western
Defense Command, Lt. Gen. John L. DeWitt, all of whom strongly pushed for mass
incarceration of Japanese Americans due to military necessity.
Mass Incarceration of Japanese American Communities
on the West Coast
On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 authoriz
ing the secretary of war and designated military commanders to define large geo
graphic areas as zones of exclusion from which categories of people could be
forcibly removed. No specific groups of people, states, or regions were named in
the order, but the purpose was clear. In Korematsu v. United States, DeWitt described
"all individuals of Japanese descent as 'subversive,' as belonging to 'an enemy race'
whose 'racial strains are undiluted."' The order granted the military the authority
to carry out its plans, without hindrance from other agencies and with the support
needed to rapidly relocate and house large numbers of people, with the entire pro
cess policed by armed military personnel. DeWitt went on to issue more than 108
military exclusion orders that applied to all persons of Japanese ancestry from areas
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designated Military Areas 1 and 2, with no exceptions for American-born citizens
or young children. These zones included most of the West Coast region from Wash
ington State in the north, through California, and extending inland to Arizona.
Although Hawaii would seem like the first choice of location to prevent further
attack, the removal of Japanese Americans there was deemed impossible, since they
composed nearly a third of the state's population. Furthermore, Hawaiian politi
cians and businesses interpreted removal as being harmful to their economy. Other
areas like New York City largely remained "free zones" and attracted an influx of
Japanese Americans, who were received at locations such as hostels run by local
religious groups like the Quakers. Even in New York, there were at least 440 Japa
nese "enemy aliens" who were incarcerated at a wartime prison at Ellis Island
(Pegler-Gordon 2017, 379). Other Japanese Americans were kept under close sur
veillance in their homes, obliged to report their daily activities to authorities.
At first, the exclusion orders called for "voluntary evacuation" from Military
Area 1 to Area 2. The difficulty, or even impossibility, of the immediate move and
resettlement of entire communities to new areas where they were largely unwel
come was compounded by numerous factors, such as the freezing of Issei bank
accounts. After Congress enacted Executive Order 9066 on March 21, 1942, these
additional exclusion orders made disobeying removal procedures punishable by
fines of up to $5,000 and imprisonment for one year.
Two agencies were created by the Western Defense Command to facilitate this
large-scale removal and incarceration: the Wartime Civil Control Administration
(WCCA) and the War Relocation Authority (WRA). On March 27, 1942, the WCCA
began organizing the forcible removal and confinement of Japanese Americans in
these areas, enabled by illegal contributions of demographic data from the Census
Bureau. Despite many years of denial, in 2007, the Census Bureau confirmed sus
picions that there was a breach of confidentiality terms in 1943. Researchers had
uncovered papers proving that names and addresses were provided in response to
a request from the Treasury Department. All Japanese Americans on the West Coast
were given notice to report to locations where they would first be transported to
temporary "assembly centers" before being transferred to ten long-term WRA incar
ceration facilities, referred to as "relocation centers." Under short notice, in some
cases as little as a few days, individuals and families could only bring whatever
possessions they could carry by hand. Attempts to sell businesses, farms, crops, pos
sessions, and homes at fair values were rarely successful. Overall property loss has
been estimated to be about $1.3 billion.
The assembly centers were constructed hastily on public spaces such as race
tracks, sporting arenas, and fairgrounds. The conditions in some locations were
worse than those found in permanent prisons, such as the Tanforan and Santa Anita
centers in California, where people were housed in horse stalls. The duration of
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The Machida family waited for transportation in Hayward, California, in May 1942. The bus
that they waited for would eventually take them to one of the evacuation centers. Every
member of their family wore an identification tag. (National Archives)

this temporary detention was as long as several months. Although families were
permitted to stay together in most cases, individuals were transferred to specific
WRA incarceration facilities based on factors both random and geographic, as well
as on perceived loyalty to the United States. The facilities were built on federally
owned land, including some on Native American reservations, recalling an earlier
precedent of forced removal of indigenous peoples. The harsh conditions due to
climate, inadequate construction, and lack of privacy in the makeshift barracks
erased any illusion of normal community life, with incarcerated individuals assigned
labor tasks like farming and construction.
The WRA incarceration facilities were located in remote inland locations. On
June 2, 1942, the WRA began transition of the Manzanar, California, site from an
assembly center into one of the ten main detention sites that housed imprisoned
Japanese Americans until the conclusion of World War II in 1945. The other nine
WRA sites were Poston and Gila River in Arizona, Jerome and Rohwer in
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Arkansas, Tule Lake in California, Amache in Colorado, Minidoka in Idaho, Topaz
in Utah, and Heart Mountain in Wyoming. American photographers Dorothea
Lange and Ansel Adams documented this history with images that capture both the
desolation of the locations and the despair and endurance of the people of all ages
who attempted a semblance of normal community life while surrounded by barbed
wire fences and armed guard towers.
Some incarceration facilities were located in areas so remote that security was
less visible. The Poston facility was built on desert land within the Colorado River
Indian Reservation and was initially run jointly by the federal Office of Indian
Affairs (OJA) and the WRA. The leaders of the Colorado River Indian Tribes did
not agree to this use of their land, given historical memories of forced removal,
resettlement, and uncompensated takeover of Native American communities
(Franco 1999, 106). The OJA saw the location choice as a convenient avenue for
needed land and agricultural development and newly justified federal funding that
allowed construction of roads, bridges, and a major irrigation system (Fujita-Rony

Executive Order 9066
The program of removal of Japanese Americans began on February 19, 1942,
when President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, giving
the secretary of war and designated military commanders the power to define
large geographic areas as zones of exclusion from which categories of people
could be forcibly removed. Essentially, this granted the military broad author
ity over civilians in specific places. The stated purpose of the order was to
support national defense by preventing espionage and sabotage. Despite its
contradiction to the Fourth, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments to the Con
stitution, which protect property from unwarranted seizure and guaranteed
the right to due process, only limited official opposition came from the
Department of Justice and the FBI. Congress enacted the order on March 21,
1942, and added fines and prison terms for resistance to military demands. In
the following months, more than 110,000 citizens and noncitizens were forc
ibly removed from their homes and properties on the West Coast and incar
cerated in ten relocation facilities. The order was rescinded in 1945. The 1944
Supreme Court case Korematsu v. United States challenged the constitution
ality of the order, but the Court ruled 6-3 in favor of the government. In his
dissent, Justice Frank Murphy called this ruling a "legalization of racism."
On February 19, 1976, President Gerald Ford rescinded Executive Order
9066 via Proclamation 4417.

